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THE MATERIAL BASIS OF SEXISM: 
A MODE OF PRODUCTION ANALYSIS WITH AFRICAN EXAMPLES 
By Jeanne Koopman Henn 
Most social scientists draw a sharp distinction between class and 
gender. Marxists, for example, identify classes through an analysis of 
the social relations of production, while marxist feminists seek the 
origin of gender relations in the "relations of human reproduction." This 
essay suggests that class and gender are more intimately related than 
these formulations suggest and that we can better understand both 
concepts by analyzing them in the same theoretical framework. 
The major problem with the marxist feminist approach to gender 
analysis is the fact that different analysts define the "relations of 
human reproduction" differently. Some emphasize childbearing and rearing 
(Bryceson and Vuorela, 1984), others stress the social as well as the 
daily and generational reproduction of the labor force (Beneria, 1979), 
and many focus directly on male dominance, defining the relations of 
human reproduction as "the methods by and degrees to which men retain 
control over individual women as unpaid domestic labor, sexual 
'partners,' and bearers and rearers of children" (Roberts 1984: 179). 
While most feminists agree that men dominate the relations of human 
reproduction, they do not necessarily agree on why this should be so. As 
Roberts points out, "it is still a matter of much debate within feminist 
analysis whether ••• male control of the relations of human reproduction 
is to be explained in terms of men's material interests or lies purely in 
the realm of ideology" (ibid). 
This essay develops a theoretical approach to the analysis of class 
and gender which demonstrates that under specific conditions, gender 
relations actually become class relations. I employ the concepts of 
marxian mode of production analysis (developed here in a manner 
emphasizing the interdependence of economic, political and ideological 
factors in the constitution and reproduction of class relations) to 
establish the fundamental class nature of those gender relations which 
result in women's subordination and exploitation. 
Part two of the essay develops the concept of a patriarchal mode of 
production. The patriarchal mode is a theoretical model of class 
relations between a class of patriarchs who, as heads of households, 
control the access of other household members to the means of production 
and a class of patriarchal dependents, wives and working children, who 
gain access to the means of production and consumption by providing 
surplus-labor to the class of patriarchs. This model should not be 
regarded as an assertion that all types of gender relations can be 
analyzed as class relations. They cannot. The purpose of the patriarchal 
mode is to provide explicit theoretical criteria which can help determine 
just when and how male control of the relations of household production 
and of human reproduction have become class relations. My basic argument 
is that an articulation of modes of production framework which includes 
the patriarchal mode of production can produce a more rigorous and 
comprehensive understanding of male-dominated gender relations in 
societies where patriarchal, capitalist, and other modes of prod.uction 
interrelate than can be gained from the attempt to supplement class 
analysis with a separate form of gender analysis. 
I first felt the need for a concept which could account for class 
relations in household production units while working out an articulation 
of modes of production model for an analysis of the rural economy of 
southern Cameroon. I In searching for a model to guide an analysis of 
the social relations of production in the stateless, precolonial 
societies of this area, I found that current mode of production concepts 
such as the domestic mode of Meillassoux (1975), the primitive communist 
mode elaborated by Hindess and Hirst (1975) and even the lineage mode of 
P.P. Rey (1979) did not capture the class-like relations between Beti 
patriarchs and their wives and male dependents in which patriarchal 
control over economic resources was associated with heavy labor for 
women, some work for male dependents, and little or no work for male 
household heads. The classless domestic and primitive communist modes 
cannot explain what would seem to be economic exploitation associated 
with lack of free access to the means of production, and the lineage mode 
tends to ignore the systematic subordination and exploitation of women 
while identifying the primary class contradiction as that between 
patriarchs and male cadets. While these models may be relevant in some 
societies, they are of limited value to an analysis of social relations 
of production characterized by the subordination and economic 
exploitation of women. 
This essay develops a concept of the patriarchal mode of production 
and discusses its relevance to the analysis of patriarchal stateless 
societies in precolonial Africa and its potential contribution to the 
understanding of interrelations between patriarchal classes and classes 
of other modes of production, such as the feudal or capitalist modes. I 
advocate working with an articulation of modes of production theoretical 
framework in order to focus analysis on the processes of class formation, 
alliance, and transformation over time and on the related processes of 
the transfer of surplus labor among classes and the accumulation of 
economic resources. 
A major theme in the articulation of modes of production literature 
has been the analysis of the effects of the process of capitalist 
expansion on noncapitalist modes.2 A minor, perhaps neglected, theme 
has been the analysis of the effects of noncapitalist modes on 
capitalism. Much of the work on the effects of noncapitalist relations -
gender relations in particular - has been conducted outside the modes of 
production framework by marxists and marxist feminists attempting to 
analyze the effects of domestic labor on the process of wage and profit 
formation. This led to the well-known domestic labor debate over how 
labor performed by women in the home could be related to labor and value 
generated in a capitalist enterprise. The domestic labor debate came to 
an impasse in the late 1970s when most participants accepted the orthodox 
marxist assertion that non-connnodity-producing labor (housework, 
childcare, subsistence agriculture, etc.) is incommensurable with 
capitalist wage labor.3 Acceptance of this position not only stymies an 
analysis of the interrelations between domestic labor and capitalism, it 
also precludes any analysis of surplus labor transfer between capitalist 
and non-commodity-producing modes. I address this problem in the next 
section of the essay. 
Other problems in the mode of production literature result from 
differing formulations of the fundamental components of mode of 
production theory and consequent inconsistencies in the characterization 
of particular noncapitalist modes. Because the concept of a mode of 
production has been elaborated in a variety of ways, in section one of 
the essay I define the general theoretical structure of mode of 
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production analysis that is used in developing 
section two. The concepts of socially necessary 
are discussed in some detail and the 
commodity-producing labor and subsistence labor 
services for own or family use) is challenged. 
the patriarchal mode in 
labor and surplus labor 
incommensurability of 
(production of goods and 
The second section constructs a model of the patriarchal mode of 
production. The section begins, however, with a critique of recent 
attempts to apply a concept of a primitive communist or communal mode of 
production to the analysis of precapitalist societies where the 
conditions of access to the means of production are systematically 
different for male heads of households, women and other household 
dependents. It is argued that the model of the patriarchal mode of 
production offers a better guide to empirical research in such situations. 
Section three draws on African case materials to demonstrate the 
relevance of the patriarchal mode to an historical materialist analysis 
of many precolonial, colonial, and contemporary African societies. While 
I do not argue that the patriarchal mode is relevant for all types of 
household-based production in Africa, I do suggest that it has wider 
relevance than the communal mode.4 
I. Mode of Production: General Concepts 
Mode of production theory focuses on the material (economic) basis of 
oppression and exploitation and on the class nature of social struggle 
and change. The version of mode of production theory adopted here has the 
following major analytical goals: ( 1) identification of class relations 
and their associated flows of surplus labor, and (2) identification of 
the economic, political, and ideological sources of class power, class 
interests, and class conflict. Mode of production theory identifies class 
relations in the sphere of the economy (usually within units of 
production), but these class relations cannot be established or 
continually reproduced without the social reproduction of corresponding 
political and ideological relations. 
The Social Relations of Production. The social relations of 
production of a particular mode of production describe the social 
distribution of control over the means of production and the associated 
transfers of surplus labor between classes. The marxian definition of 
class posits an exploitative relation between the possessors and the 
non-possessors of a society I s economic resources (means of production) 
(Marx, 1967:791; Balibar, 1970). By obtaining effective possession of at 
least some of the means of production or distribution essential to the 
reproduction of the economy, a dominant class is able to expropriate 
surplus labor from a subordinate class which is deprived of direct access 
to the means of production. 
Two concepts are crucial here: 
the means of production and the 
possession has been well defined by 
the notion of effective possession of 
concept of surplus labor. Effective 
Hindess and Hirst (1977a:65): 
Classes depend upon a relation of effective possession of 
the means of production and distribution. Effective 
possession is the capacity to control the functioning of 
these means in the process of production and the capacity 
to exclude others from their use. 
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In general it is only certain of the means of production 
which are exclusively possessed and are denied to others 
to whom they are necessary conditions of production, 
denied except on the terms of an economic relation of 
payment for their use. 
The "economic relation of payment" refers to the ability of the 
effective possessors of the means of production to expropriate 
surplus labor from the non-possessor class. In a famous passage 
from the third volume of Capital (1967: 791) Marx emphasized the 
centrality of the concept of surplus labor to the analysis of 
class relations: "The specific economic form in which unpaid 
surplus labor is pumped out of direct producers determines the 
relationship of rulers and ruled, as it grows directly out of 
production itself and, in turn, reacts upon it as a determining 
element." 
But just what is surplus labor? This is a question too 
often eluded, perhaps because it raises all the problems of 
defining labor and labor values which plague the vast literature 
on value theory.5 A definition of surplus labor is both 
essential (because it is the raison d'etre of class relations) and 
complex (because it requires a prior definition of socially 
necessary labor). I will return to the problem of defining surplus 
labor after reviewing other central concepts of mode of production 
analysis: the means and forces of production, the role of 
ideological and political factors in the constitution and 
reproduction of class relations, and the concepts of articulation 
and dominance among theoretically distinct modes. 
At any one point in time, the classes involved in a 
particular mode of production make use of a specific set of 
economic resources, such as land, machinery and labor - the means 
of production - in a labor process which embodies a certain level 
of technology and organization - the forces of production. These 
aspects of the mode are not, however, its distinguishing features. 
The economic resources, the technology with which they are used, 
and the organization of the labor process may vary from one 
manifestation of the mode to another. It is the social relations 
of production, the form of possession of the means of production 
and the manner in which surplus labor is appropriated, which 
identifies a mode of production and its constituent class 
relations.6 
When a dominant class can continually reproduce its social 
control over the means of production, it is able to set the terms 
by which the subordinate classes gain access to the means of 
production. Even though these terms of access may appear to be 
accepted voluntarily by the subordinate class, if an exploitative 
class relationship exists, further analysis will reveal that the 
subordinate class is politically or ideologically denied 
alternative forms of access which would involve less performance 
of surplus labor. 
One of the more serious problems in the mode of production 
literature has been neglect of the ideotogical and political 
aspects of the social relations of production. Outside the modes 
of production school, some marxist theorists have emphasized the 
fundamental importance of political and ideological relations to 
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the constitution and reproduction of class relations (Bowles and 
Gintis, 1982; Laclau, 1977; Katz, 1980). These insights need to be 
fully incorporated into mode of production analysis because the 
social relations of production - based as they are on a particular 
social distribution of control over economic resources - cannot be 
adequately defined without reference to the political and 
ideological relations which make exclusive control over certain 
means of production and distribution possible. No exploiting class 
can wield the kind of power which enables it to extract surplus 
labor unless that power is based in political institutions which 
reproduce class dominance and in ideological, cultural, or 
psychological practices which legitimate it.7 
Articulation of Modes of Production. The question of how 
coexisting modes of production affect one another has only 
recently received sustained theoretical and empirical attention 
(Wolpe, 1980; Hindess and Hirst, 1977a; Katz, 1980). The 
developing theory of articulation attempts to identify the points 
of interaction among modes of production and the effects of 
interaction on the reproduction of the modes. Articulation in some 
cases may involve only market relations among classes formed in 
different modes; in others it may be much more intimate and 
complex, as when the same person or members of the same household 
engage in two or three modes of production (Marx, 1967:129-152). 
The prevalence of class identities derived from two different 
modes can make the specification of class interests quite complex. 
If the same persons or population groups have contradictory class 
interests, united class action may be seriously compromised. Such 
problems have been noted, for example, within the capitalist 
working class in cases where male workers have opposed the 
interests of female workers (Hartmann, 1979). An articulation of 
modes of production analysis may be able to explain this 
contradiction if it can be shown that the capitalist working class 
is simultaneously engaged in patriarchal class relations in which 
most men's and women's interests diverge. 
Some critics of the notion that several modes of 
production can coexist in a single society argue that the concept 
of articulation implies that all modes in a social formation can 
reproduce themselves autonomously (Banaji, 1977; Bernstein, 1979). 
In other words, all modes must be capable of reproducing not only 
their material means of production and labor force (on both a 
daily and a generational basis), but also the political and 
ideological practices necessary to the social reproduction of the 
social relations of production. This view assumes that to define a 
theoretical mode as a guide to empirical analysis, one must be 
able to show that articulation or interaction with other modes has 
had a minimal effect on the autonomous reproduction of that mode. 
The major concern of these writers seems to be that the concept of 
articulation fails to recognize how historical examples of 
non-capitalist modes have been penetrated, transformed, and 
subordinated, if not fully destroyed, by capitalism. 
In my view, the development of rigorous concepts of 
non-capitalist modes of production in no way impedes an analysis 
of how their historical counterparts have been fundamentally 
altered as a result of interaction with the capitalist mode. The 
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historical process of articulation may even have obliterated the 
autonomy of a subordinate mode, but this does not mean that its 
characteristic social relations of production and their political 
and ideological requisites do not affect the development of the 
dominant mode. To analyze properly and to assess the continuing 
impact of subordinate modes which once had an important historical 
presence, we need appropriate and well-developed concepts of such 
noncapitalist modes. 
When several modes of production coexist at a particular 
moment in time, one is likely to dominate. A mode can be 
considered dominant when its ruling class is able to compel the 
performance of surplus labor by classes of the subordinate modes 
and can then dispose of the product of that surplus labor 
according to its own priorities. The theory of articulation is 
particularly important to the conceptualization and analysis of 
the transfer of surplus labor among modes of production. To 
understand the development of a dominant mode and the 
impoverishment or decline of a subordinate mode, we need to be 
able to define and in some sense quantify the performance and 
appropriation of surplus labor among the classes of the 
interacting modes. An analysis which identifies and measures 
(however roughly) the material advantage various population groups 
obtain from the reproduction of class power and class alliances 
helps to clarify the material basis of political and ideological 
class behavior. We must return, then, to the problem of defining 
and measuring surplus labor. 
Surplus, Necessary, and Socially Necessary Labor. To 
define surplus labor, Marxists have traditionally begun by 
dividing total labor time into necessary labor time and surplus 
labor time. In most cases necessary labor is defined first, and 
surplus labor is derived as a residual. Resnick and Wolff 
(1982:2), for example, define necessary labor as the "time 
measured expenditure of human brain and muscle required to produce 
the performers of surplus labor." Surplus labor is then defined as 
that portion of total labor performed which is above and beyond 
necessary labor time, (See also Hindess and Hirst, 1975:26,) 
The residual definition of surplus labor poses serious 
theoretical and practical difficulties for the analysis of 
situations in which individuals participate in more than one mode 
of production. If the laborers in one mode, such as the 
capitalist, are reproduced (on a daily as well as a generational 
basis) only in part by consuming commodities purchased with the 
wage, their necessary labor cannot be estimated by the exchange 
value of their wage basket. But even if we attempt to assess all 
the components of a laboring class's consumption, when individuals 
or groups participate in multiple modes, we have no way to 
determine how much of their overall necessary labor is performed 
in each interacting mode of production, 
It is both less ambiguous and analytically more powerful 
to define necessary labor as the labor hours embodied in the 
products and services the laborer receives for his or her work in 
a particular mode, and surplus labor as the labor time which the 
class with effective possession of the means of production 
expropriates from the laboring class. This approach makes it 
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absolutely clear that the relationship between necessary and 
surplus labor depends on the state of the class struggle, It also 
allows a precise definition of the rate of exploitation (the ratio 
of surplus labor to necessary labor) for each mode of production. 
It does not, however, permit the estimation of the rate of 
exploitation for concrete groups of people (male or female 
peasants, wage workers, or petty commodity producers) who 
participate in two or more modes of production. 
A comprehensives analysis of the articulation of modes in 
an actual society requires a way of assessing the relative impact 
of total surplus labor expropriation on the laboring and the 
resource-controlling groups of that society, In situations where 
commodity-producing modes, such as the capitalist, interact with 
subsistence (own use) and commodity- producing modes, such as the 
patriarchal or feudal, this task becomes intractable only if 
Marx's designation of commodity-producing labor as "abstract" and 
labor for own use as 11concrete 11 is interpreted as precluding their 
commensurability, 
The Commensurability Problem. Those who assert the 
incommensurability of subsistence and commodity-producing labor 
(eg. Himmelweit and Mohun, 1977) base their case on Marx's 
distinction, in the first chapter of Capital, between use-values 
( the utility of a product of labor) and exchange values ( the 
quantity of abstract labor embodied in a product), This argument 
suggests that the "concrete" labor embodied in subsistence 
products is merely what Marx called individual labor, that is, 
work done to satisfy personally determined wants, Individual labor 
results in use-value but no exchange-value. The exchange-value of 
a product, Marx argued, does not depend on the precise amount of 
time its individual producer(s) took to make it, but rather on the 
amount of "socially necessary labor" embodied in it. Socially 
necessary labor is defined as the amount of labor "required to 
produce an article under the normal conditions of production and 
with the average degree of skill and intensity prevalent at the 
time" (Marx, 1906: 46), 
While I agree that individual labor times are not the 
determinants of value, I still argue that we have no basis in Marx 
for asserting that abstract or commodity-producing labor is the 
only form of socially necessary labor. Just as an individual's 
commodity-producing labor time may either exceed or fall short of 
the socially necessary, abstract labor he or she is performing, so 
subsistence labor (labor whose product is directly consumed rather 
than marketed) should be understood as having a socially necessary 
component determined, as Marx suggested, by the "normal conditions 
of production prevalent at the time" and an individual component 
which varies with the skill and motivation of the individual 
laborer, 
The argument that subsistence labor is not commensurable 
with abstract or commodity-producing labor is often based on the 
claim that there is no means of socially regulating 
non-market-oriented labor time, i.e., no social mechanism to force 
subsistence producers to use the most efficient methods available 
in the way that market competition disciplines commodity producers 
(Himmelweit and Mohun, 1977). It is therefore concluded that the 
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amount of socially necessary labor time embodied in subsistence 
products cannot be measured. I reject this argument. 
As Bryceson (1983) argues in an important theoretical 
elaboration of the concepts of use-value and exchange-value, 
subsistence production to meet family consumption and service 
needs is socially regulated. Even though the amount of time spent 
on tasks such as gardening, cooking, and childrearing varies 
across families and across time, the social norms regulating 
household subsistence labor can be defined for any particular 
historical period. These norms are enforced by social practices 
and institutions such as marriage and divorce customs, ideological 
sanctions, and corporal punishment. Socially shared and socially 
reproduced practices regulating behavior in the domestic sphere 
determine the normal conditions of household subsistence 
production just as surely as market competition determines the 
normal conditions of commodity production. 
If the social rationalization of labor time is not unique 
to commodity production, there is no basis for the capital-centric 
assertion that only commodity-producing, abstract labor creates 
value. As Bryceson has argued, "'concrete' labour creating 
use-values is as social, objective and value-creating in nature as 
'abstract' labour, the only difference being that it is mediated 
by social institutions other than the market" (Bryceson, 1983:37). 
Marx made the distinction between use-value and exchange-value in 
order to define the nature of the capitalist mode. It was hardly 
his intention to preclude the analysis of the articulation between 
capitlist and non-capitalist modes and the study of the impact of 
that articulation on the rate of exploitation. 
Commensurability between abstract and concrete socially 
necessary labor makes it possible to analyze how the articulation 
of modes of production affects the labor and consumption of 
individual family members in households where different modes of 
interact. When subsistence and commodity producing labor can be 
compared, exchanges of goods and services among family members can 
be quantified and rates of exploitation can be estimated not only 
for specific modes of production but for the actual people whose 
lives are structured by multiple sets of class relations. We can 
then investigate the possibility of class exploitation within the 
household and, if it is established, study its relationships with 
the class relations of other modes of production in the society. 
(See Folbre, 1982, for a further development of this approach.) 
II. The Patriarchal Mode of Production 
The Communal versus the Patriarchal Mode. The social 
relations of household-based production are commonly analyzed with 
an implicit or explicit model of a communal or primitive communist 
mode of production. The unit of production may be a single 
household or a group of related households, but whatever its size, 
all persons born into a family-based production/consumption unit 
are assumed to have "an equal share and rights in the resources of 
the group" (Macfarlane, 1978: 106). The assumption of communal 
possession of the means of production implies that there is no 
basis for denying any category of family member free access to the 
means of production; thus, there is no material basis for 
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intrahousehold exploitation and no basis for class. A key 
empirical question in applying this model is the extent to which 
the assumption of communal access to the means of production is 
valid, 
While I do not question the legitimacy of a theoretical 
concept of a communal mode of production, I am often disturbed by 
the extent to which substantial inequalities in labor times and 
consumption among different categories of adult household members 
are considered compatible with communal possession of the means of 
production. Hindess and Hirst's theoretical discussion of the 
primitive communist mode, for example, goes as far as to deny that 
differences in power, consumption or labor times have any 
importance in the identification of class relations (Hindess and 
Hirst, 1975: 21-78). The "complex redistribution variant" of their 
model of primitive communism identifies a group of "elders" whose 
functions are the coordination of labor and the regulation of 
marriages, Hindess and Hirst suggest that these functions can 
"involve the existence of forms of coercion" which may even 
include the sale of dependents into slavery, but elders are 
nevertheless said not to have the power of a dominant class. 
When challenged (e.g. by Taylor, 1975), Hindess and Hirst 
( 1977b) consistently refuse to consider regulatory and coercive 
"functions" as means by which elders limit the access of male and 
female dependents to the means of production. Why? Perhaps because 
these theorists feel compelled to defend their definition of the 
social relations of production of primitive communism which 
"requires that property be vested in the productive community" 
(1975:50, emphasis added). The logic of the model does not allow 
any behavior on the part of elders to be considered as a means of 
restricting access of other community members to the means of 
production. 
If the communal mode of production is to be legitimately 
employed in the analysis of family, household, or lineage-based 
production, communal possession of the means of production must be 
demonstrated rather than merely asserted, One would expect 
communal possession to denote situations in which all adult 
members of a community participate in decisions concerning the use 
of the means of production. To assert "communal possession" in the 
face of coercion or other restrictions on access to the means of 
production or to the means of subsistence is to render the 
criteria for the identification of a mode of production, 
especially the concept of effective possession of the means of 
production, meaningless. 
When the ideology and political practice of a "communal" 
society limit the access of certain categories of adults to the 
means of production, we must investigate the possibility that 
class relations are emerging or already exist in a previously 
unanalyzed form. Ideologically defended cultural practices such as 
the exchange of women by men (patriarchs arranging marriages for 
their daughters) can be considered compatible with communal 
relations of production only if women cannot be denied free access 
to the means of production should they refuse marriage. The 
exchange of women by men is neither "natural" nor necessary to the 
survival of lineage-based, subsistence societies as is sometimes 
alleged (Hindess and Hirst, 1975; Gregory, 1981), It is, on the 
other hand, highly conducive to the social reproduction of 
patriarchal relations of production. 
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The Class Structure of the Patriarchal Mode. In the patriarchal 
mode of production, effective possession of the means of 
household-based production is monopolized by the class of 
patriarchs who are socially recognized as heads of household and 
extended family production units. The dependent class - wives and 
unmarried daughters, sons, and junior siblings - is denied free 
access to the means of production on the basis of ideological and 
political criteria which allow the patriarchal class to set the 
terms on which women and dependent males gain access to the 
household's means of production. The patriarchal class defines a 
division of labor by sex, age, and family position which entails 
the performance of surplus labor by the subordinate class. 
Patriarchs may redistribute some of the products of dependents' 
labor, but to the extent that the dependent class works more hours 
than are embodied in the goods and services it consumes, it is 
engaging in surplus labor. (This abstracts from the problem of 
supporting children, the sick and the elderly, which need not 
complicate the analysis if we assume that in an egalitarian 
situation, all adults would contribute equally to the consumption 
of family or community members who are incapable of full 
self-support.) 
The class position of patriarch is defined by control over 
economic resources essential to the daily and generational 
reproduction of all members of the household. The patriarch 
controls both the means of household production and the means of 
family subsistence such as home-produced goods and services.8 In 
a situation of articulating modes, depending on the relative 
strength of each mode and the state of the class struggle in the 
patriarchal mode, the patriarchal class may also control the 
incomes of male and/or female dependents from wage labor or petty 
commodity production. Patriarchs control the generational 
reproduction of the household unit by restricting access to the 
sexual and child-bearing capacities of female members of the 
household. Women do not control their own reproductive capacities. 
In societies where the mode is dominant, only patriarchs can 
exchange women in marriage arrangements. A dependent male cannot 
marry and thereby gain the social sanction to join the patriarchal 
class until some member of that class provides him with a wife. 
Patriarchs establish and reproduce control over the means 
of production by engaging in class activities which foster the 
ideological legitimation and political consolidation of their 
effective control over economic resources. In precolonial Africa, 
for example, some patriarchal classes controlled the social 
rituals which were ideologically defined as preconditions for 
planting or harvesting. Military and marriage decisions were 
commonly considered the exclusive prerogatives of the patriarchal 
class (Laburthe-Tolra, 1977; Marie, 1976; Meillassoux, 1964). 
Similar mechanisms of social control still exist in western 
sociesties in the form of male-dominated religious and military 
hierarchies (Rubin, 1975). 
The unit of production in the patriarchal mode may be a 
single household or a group of households. The production unit may 
even vary by the nature of the activity (hunting in multihousehold 
groups, different types of farming in single and multihousehold 
groups), leading to differing specialized positions within the 
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patriarchal class. Different strata of patriarchs may have 
different types or amounts of power (with heads of lineages, for 
example, dominating heads of households), but this variation does 
not negate the validity of the model just as the differentiation 
in economic and political power between oligopolists and small, 
competitive capitalists does not negate the validity of the 
capitalist mode as a theoretical construct. (When there is, 
however, a permanent form of social differentiation among 
patriarchs as when a class of feudal nobles or hereditary chiefs 
controls some of the means of production or distribution and 
extracts surplus labor both from the patriarchal class itself and 
from patriarchal dependents, the patriarchal mode is articulating 
with another mode in which both patriarchs and dependents have a 
second, subordinate class role.) 
The subordinate class of the patriarchal mode has two 
distinct segments: females whose dependence on patriarchs is 
ideologically defined as permanent and males whose dependence is 
temporally limited to the early years of their life cycle. The 
female segment of the subordinate class is more thoroughly 
dominated and exploited than the male segment. To obtain access to 
the means of production (land, tools, cattle, male labor) and 
subsistence (monetary incomes, food, shelter), women are required 
to accept the labor obligations which patriarchal ideology and 
power attaches to the roles of daughter, wife, and mother. When 
those female labor obligations exceed the labor obligations of 
patriarchs, we have evidence of exploitation which benefits the 
patriarchal class. (With articulation, the classes of the 
patriarchal mode may also be providing surplus labor which is 
expropriated by classes of other modes.) 
Women can be exploited both directly and indirectly. They 
are directly exploited when their labor provides products and 
services which are immediately expropriated by the patriarchal 
class. They are indirectly exploited when they perform the 
child-rearing work required for the survival of young children, 
even though men control the labor and surplus labor of children 
who have reached a more productive age.9 
Dependent males comprise the second segment of the 
subordinate class in the patriarchal mode. Male patriarchal 
dependents do not head their own households but are social and 
economic dependents of the patriarchal class. Dependent males 
obtain access to the means of production by performing production 
tasks and military service as directed by the patriarchal class. 
Male dependents who are or become the socially legitimate 
sons or junior siblings of the patriarchal class are eventually 
liberated from dependent class status and integrated into the 
patriarchal class. The process of class transformation for 
dependent males is ideologically structured and socially confirmed 
in a series of rituals (initiation ceremonies, graduation 
exercises, marriage rites) which both effect and confirm the 
change in class status. Because the process of male social 
emancipation affects crucial economic and political interests of 
the patriarchal class, it is tightly controlled by councils of 
elders, legislative bodies, and/or religious and military 
hierarchies which represent the interests of the patriarchal class 
as a whole. 
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Marriage is a central institution in the process of male 
class transformation. Before marriage a man has no means of 
creating his own sphere of dependents; his labor and its product 
are controlled by the patriarch upon whom he depends, Control over 
marriage arrangements gives patriarchs the means to control the 
labor of dependent males, On the other hand, patriarchal control 
of male labor power is temporally limited by social expectations 
that patriarchs will provide their sons and junior brothers with 
wives before the age of 30, Marriage then signals the beginning of 
a transformation period in which a man gains the right to dispose 
of the labor and reproductive potential of others, notably .that of 
his first wife, As a man develops his own entourage of dependent 
wives and children, he becomes a member of the patriarchal class, 
Marriage has no similar liberating significance for women, 
Instead a woman's marriage triggers a social expectation that she 
will perform the labor tasks ideologically defined as the 
obligations of a wife and mother. Furthermore, control over 
marriage requires patriarchal control over a very wide range of 
female behavior, Patriarchs can only procure wives for their male 
dependents if they have the power to supply wives to other members 
of the patriarchal class, Thus, control over marriage requires 
that patriarchs control their female dependents' place of 
residence, sexual activities, child-rearing activities, community 
of legitimate association, and labor power. The extensive nature 
of this type of social control requires a greater measure of 
oppression of female than male dependents. It also facilitates a 
greater degree of exploitation. 
Male and female dependence, subordination, and 
exploitation in the patriarchal mode are structurally distinct. 
Male dependence is not only less oppressive and exploitative than 
female, it is temporary, Female dependence is permanent, On a 
lifetime basis, males appropriate more surplus-labor than they 
provide as dependents of the patriarchal class. Dependent males 
thus have little incentive to ally with women in class struggles 
because gains by women threaten their future class interests, 
The dynamic of the patriarchal mode derives from the 
economic, political, and ideological advantages which accrue to 
patriarchs who increase the number of dependent persons in the 
households they head. Dependents' labor produces the goods and 
services necessary to the biological reproduction of all members 
of the household - the patriarch, minor children and elderly 
non-working members and, of course, the laboring dependents 
themselves, In this mode the accumulation of the material means of 
production as well as the means of reproduction (subsistence 
products and women's reproductive and child-rearing capacities) 
takes place via the accumulation of human dependents, This aspect 
of the mode helps explain the high rates of population growth in 
areas of the world where the patriarchal mode still structures the 
social relations of peasant production, 
Articulation of Patriarchal and Non-patriarchal Modes. 
When the patriarchal mode is dominated by the feudal or capitalist 
mode, the ruling class of the dominant mode may expropriate 
surplus labor from the dominated mode either by bringing 
patriarchal dependents directly into the dominant mode (as wage 
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laborers, for example) or by making arrangements with the 
patriarchal class which transfer the surplus labor of patriarchal 
dependents to the dominant mode in an indirect manner, as when 
dependents' labor is mobilized to produce a cash crop which 
patriarchs sell to merchant capitalists at a price which does not 
fully compensate for the labor embodied in the product. 
In the current period the patriarchal mode has been 
dominated in almost all societies by the capitalist mode. Even 
when dominated, however, the patriarchal mode can influence not 
only household production relations, but capitalist relations as 
well. When the patriarchal class retains access to land and other 
means of household production, allowing peasant families to 
produce most of their own subsistence needs and to withdraw from 
market-oriented production if the terms of trade are very poor, 
the patriarchal mode may impede the expansion of capitalist 
relations of production. 
When capitalism extends its dominance to the point at 
which it is no longer possible for patriarchs to control 
sufficient economic resources to produce family subsistence 
requirements, patriarchs are forced to allow some members to sell 
their labor in the capitalist mode. The patriarchal mode must then 
depend on its articulation with the dominant mode to assure the 
survival of its dependent classes, but the social relations of 
production and distribution which characterize the patriarchal 
mode still condition family economic activities as well as wider 
social ideology and political practice. Even when the mode is 
highly dominated by capitalism, patriarchal attitudes and practice 
continue to have an impact, for example, when the division of 
labor in capitalist enterprises segments the majority of women 
into the lowest paid sectors of the work force and when women wage 
laborers face a "double day" of work at both the capitalist and 
household sites of production but male workers do not. But 
articulation does not always depress the class position of the 
subordinate class in each mode. Dependent males or women in the 
patriarchal mode who simultaneously become wage workers often find 
their bargaining power in the patriarchal mode improved due to 
their access to means of production not controlled by the 
patriarchal class. The discussion of articulation in Africa will 
illustrate this point. 
III. The Patriarchal Mode in Africa 
This section discusses the empirical features of a range 
of African precolonial societies to which an analysis guided by 
the model of a patriarchal mode of production can bring new 
insights and meaning. The discussion is not meant to suggest that 
the patriarchal mode is applicable to all African cases. The 
patriarchal mode should be regarded as one among two or three 
household-based modes, such as the communal or the lineage modes, 
whose relevance and usefulness can only be determined in the 
course of an actual case study. I will argue, however, that the 
concept of a communal mode is often applied or assumed in cases 
where a more probing analysis would demonstrate that its basic 
assumptions are clearly violated. In the first part of the section 
I present examples of patriarchal class structure, social dynamics 
and class struggles from the precolonial period. I then discuss 
processes of articulation between patriarchal and capitalist 
classes during the colonial and post-colonial periods. 
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The Class Structure. Many marxian analyses of African 
precolonial societies describe the possession of land as communal. 
The role of male heads of households or lineages in managing 
economic resources, reproducing a particular sexual division of 
labor, controlling the production and distribution of food, and 
arranging marriages is presented as the community's way of 
assuring its survival rather than as a mechanism for expropriating 
surplus labor (Coquery-Vidrovitch, 1976; Hymer, 1970; Meillassoux, 
1978). This characterization of the patriarchs' role is 
unsatisfactory because it cannot explain the regular use of force 
which served to reproduce patriarchal domination of women and to 
secure their continual performance of surplus labor (Crehan, 1984; 
Isaacman, 1978; Thiam, 1978; Vincent, 1976; Wagner, 1970, cited in 
Hay, 1982). Class contradictions between patriarchs and women are 
evident in the various forms of punishment patriarchs were 
socially expected to inflict upon women who failed to perform 
their "social obligations . 11 In many societies women who did not 
serve satisfying meals were subject to beatings. In some cases 
women who defied patriarchal constraints on their sexual 
activities risked torture or even death (Thiam, 1978; 
Laburthe-Tolra, 1976; Vincent, 1976). 
I reject the claim that land was possessed communally in 
cases where patriarchs could deny individuals who defied 
patriarchal authority access to land. Patriarchal dependents were 
normally accorded access to land and other means of production in 
order to fulfill the economic roles expected of them, but this 
access was conditional and could be withdrawn if dependents defied 
the will of the patriarchal class. Women's access to the means of 
production was (and in most societies remains) predicated on their 
acceptance of a sexual division of labor in which the bulk of the 
work required to reproduce the members of the household was 
socially construed as the obligation of women as daughters, wives, 
and mothers. The specific sexual division of tasks between men and 
women varied among societies, but women were invariably expected 
to work considerably more hours than men when all the tasks 
necessary for the biological reproduction of the family are 
included. 
In societies characterized by women's farming systems, 
"women's work" consisted of planting, weeding, harvesting, 
processing, storing, and cooking the food necessary to the daily 
sustenance of all members of the patriarchal unit (Boserup, 1970; 
Bukh, 1976). A woman was also expected to produce food surpluses 
beyond the needs of the household or lineage group in order to 
provide for her husband's guests and for the ceremonial feasts 
which accompanied many ideological activities. In most societies 
women produced certain household goods (baskets, pottery, etc.) 
and provided housekeeping, personal and sexual services for their 
husbands, their children, and their husbands' guests and clients. 
Finally, all women were expected to bear and rear as many children 
as possible, a function which was critical to the enhancement of 
the power and prosperity of the patriarchal class. 
Women's access to land depended on their acceptance of the 
sexual roles and labor obligations socially attributed to 
daughters and wives (Obbo, 1980; Savane, 1980; Strobel, 1982). An 
unmarried girl's continued access to land was predicated on her 
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willingness to accept a husband of her father's choosing and 
subsequently upon her ability to fulfill her obligations as wife 
and mother. If a woman found her marital situation intolerable and 
fled to her father's household, she was likely to be pressured or 
forced to return to her husband since the termination of a 
marriage could weaken an alliance between lineages or clans 
(Laburthe-Tolra, 1977). If a wife persisted in her efforts to 
leave an estranged husband, she would be stripped of her land 
rights in the husband's village and forced to leave her children 
behind (Cory and Hartnoll, 1945; Goody and Buckley, 1973; Hay, 
1982,; Henn, 1978). In order to activate land rights in her natal 
village, a divorced woman had to be accepted as a member of her 
father's or brother's household. If this was refused, her only 
means of survival was to find another patriarch willing to take 
her on as a wife or a slave (Albert, 1971). 
In most patrilineal societies, a young widow could only 
retain access to her food fields and to her children by marrying 
the man from her deceased husband's lineage who, in effect, 
inherited her (Guyer, 1985). To refuse her inheritor was to risk 
banishment from her husband's village and loss of access to her 
children who "belonged" not to their mother, but to their father's 
lineage (Fortmann, 1982; Obbo, 1980). 
A dependent man did not have access to land in his own 
right until his patriarch gave him a wife and the socially 
recognized right to begin accumulating his own set of dependents 
(Jewsiewsicki, 1981; Laburthe-Tolra, 1977; Marie, 1976). During 
the period of their dependence, young men were obliged to perform 
agricultural or herding labor and military service in order to 
obtain food from their patriarch's wives. Prior to their 
emancipation, dependent males owed complete obedience to their 
patriarchs, but young men who were sons or nephews of patriarchs 
(rather than clients or slaves) could look forward to a period in 
which they too would have the right to control land, tools, and 
dependent labor. This meant that the class interests of dependent 
males were highly ambiguous; present and future class interests 
were even contradictory. Subordination in childhood and youth gave 
dependent males a class status similar to that of their mothers 
and sisters, but their socially required emancipation would 
eventually propel them into a dominant class position over all 
women. To promote a resolution of the emotional contradictions in 
this type of life situation, some male initiation ceremonies 
forced young men to ideologically repudiate their mothers in order 
to affirm publically the change in the relationship between them. 
One society even required male initiates to beat their mothers as 
testimony to their ability to disassociate themselves from the 
world of women (Brain, 1978). 
In most societies dependent males worked in agriculture 
and/or herding of livestock. In many parts of precolonial Africa, 
this work was supplemented or replaced by military service for the 
patriarch (or in societies where the patriarchal mode articulated 
with a feudal or other form of tributary mode, for the chief or 
king). In many cases effective possession of land depended in 
large part on the allegiance and military strength of the class of 
dependent males, especially for those societies whose shifting 
agricultural cultivation required periodic migration to new areas 
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and those pastoral societies which required access to huge tracts 
of land and particular sources of water. Military prowess and the 
political and social prestige associated with it were also 
important in the process of accumulating dependents. While the 
basic mechanism for enlarging one's sphere of dependents was the 
peaceful exchange of daughters as wives, in periods of demographic 
stress or when a lineage or clan was pursuing rapid expansion, 
raids and wars provided a means of obtaining women for whom no 
local dependents needed to be exchanged (Robertson and Klein, 
1983). 
Mode of production analysis predicts that patriarchal 
control over the means of production results in the performance of 
surplus labor by the dependent class. If we accept the argument 
that average labor times in the patriarchal mode are socially 
necessary, in many case studies we are likely to find the evidence 
necessary to make a quantitative estimate of surplus labor 
performance and/or expropriation. An estimate of women's and 
dependent males' average surplus labor time and their rate of 
exploitation (the ratio of surplus to necessary labor time) can be 
made by summing the total labor hours performed in a typical 
household unit over a period of time, calculating the average 
number of hours each adult member of the unit would have to work 
if all labor were equally shared (as a proxy for necessary labor), 
and subtracting the proxy for necessary labor from women's actual 
labor time to obtain an estimate of female surplus labor. For 
convenience of calculation, in this example, the proxy for 
necessary labor is based on the hypothesis of equal consumption by 
all adults. For women this estimate of necessary labor may be 
biased upwards (and the rate of exploitation biased downward) 
because women often did not actually consume a product which 
embodied the average number of labor hours required of each adult 
for the society to have been equitably reproduced. If data is 
available, one should attempt to calculate necessary labor time 
correctly, that is, on the basis of hours embodied in the goods 
and services women, dependent males, and patriarchs actually 
consumed. 
Laburthe-Tolra' s reconstruction of the pattern of daily 
activities of patriarchs, dependent males, and women in the Beti 
society of southern Cameroon during the late nineteenth-century 
makes it possible to estimate surplus labor performance and 
consumption (1977: 652). Women were observed to work an average of 
46 hours a week dependent men 20 hours a week, and patriarchs 5 
hours a week. If the average household contained eight women 
(wives and daughters), six dependent males (sons and junior 
brothes or clients) and one patriarch, in order to reproduce the 
household on a daily and generational basis with each adult 
working the same number of hours, it would have been necessary for 
each man and woman to work 33 hours per week. By assuming equal 
consumption for all household members, 33 hours is our proxy for 
necessary labor. Women's surplus labor is thus 13 hours and their 
rate of exploitation (surplus/necessary labor) is 40 percent 
(13/33). Dependent males in this case were not exploited. Instead, 
they consumed 13 hours of women's surplus labor. This calculation 
is compromised, however, by lack of data on the number of hours 
dependent males spent in military training and service. If 
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military service is considered socially necessary labor, dependent 
males may not have been consuming surplus labor although they 
would have had to perform over 20 hours of military labor a week 
to arrive at a point where their actual labor equalled necessary 
labor. The quantification of surplus and necessary labor 
highlights the ambiguity of the class position of dependent males 
in Beti society and also makes it abundantly clear that women were 
the major providers of surplus labor. 
The Social Dynamic. Many anthropological and historical 
studies of African stateless societies suggest that production for 
exchange was minimal in comparison with production for direct 
consumption (Terray, 1972; Marie, 1976). Important material 
surpluses seem mainly to have been produced in societies where the 
patriarchal mode was articulated with a tributary mode in which a 
formal state structure such as an hereditary chieftaincy or 
kingship used political and military institutions to extract 
surplus labor from its own subjects or from neighboring groups. In 
stateless societies, on the other hand, apart from the occasional 
production of luxury items like kola nuts and ivory for long 
distance trade, there was very little material surplus. 
Some marxists have suggested that the absence of 
significant material surpluses is presumptive evidence of an 
absence of class contradictions and exploitation (Rey, 1971; 
Terray, 1972; Hindess and Hirst, 1975). This conclusion fails to 
recognize that surplus labor need not always take a material form. 
A great deal of women's surplus labor, for example, is in the form 
of child care and domestic services. Failure to discover the 
service forms of surplus labor reflects a failure to analyze the 
social relations of production within the main productive units of 
stateless societies - the households. 
Low levels of material surplus do, however, largely rule 
out the accumulation of goods as the motivating force of the 
patriarchal class. What did motivate the dominant class? I propose 
that it was the accumulation of social dependents, specifically 
the wives, children, and other dependents who made up the 
subordinate class of the mode (cf. Jewsiewsicki, 1981), By 
accumulating dependents, patriarchs maximized their political 
power, social prestige, and material wealth, The labor-power of 
dependents provided the patriarchal class with the control over 
products and services necessary to the expansion of their 
households and lineages. Among the Gouro, for example, women not 
only produced the bulk of the household's food, child care and 
other domestic services, they also produced the kola nuts which 
formed the basis of bridewealth (Meillassoux, 1964; Marie, 1976). 
But dependents were not only a source of wealth; in many cases 
they were the very substance of wealth. In some societies 
dependent women and children could be sent to a creditor's 
household temporarily as collateral for a loan or transferred to 
another patriarch permanently as payment for a fine or as a 
tribute (Bukh, 1979; Hay, 1982; Laburthe-Tolra, 1977). 
to 
on 
Class Struggles. The early history of 
patriarchal domination in precolonial Africa 
stories and oral histories indicating 
women's resistance 
is based primarily 
that tactics of 
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resistance and defiance seem to have been largely individual, 
although women did count on help from other women to help arrange 
and hide illicit affairs, to defuse the wrath of a demanding 
husband, or even to flee from the husband's village in order to 
seek refuge with a father, brother, or lover (De The, 1970; 
Vincent, 1976; Thiam, 1978). 
For women, united class action was especially difficult in 
patrilineal, patrilocal societies where nearly all adult males 
were linked by kinship, but most women and all wives were 
"strangers" from unrelated lineages. Female solidarity had to be 
built among women of varying cultural backgrounds and social 
positions. Upon entering her husband's household (often as early 
as seven years of age), a young girl often faced an internal 
hierarchy of senior, junior, and favorite wives. These divisions 
in the female component of the dependent class provided incentives 
to concentrate on one I s personal situation rather than on female 
class action. A woman who faithfully fulfilled her obligations as 
wife and mother could improve her social status and eventually 
reduce her surplus labor obligations. Senior wives, for example, 
might be exempted from heavy agricultural work if their husbands 
had junior wives. There was also the possibility of becoming a 
favorite wife by pleasing one's husband economically, socially, or 
sexually. In some cases social practice served to thwart women's 
personal efforts at social mobility. Among the Beti, for example, 
when a patriarch died his favorite wife was usually among the 
widows who were immediately executed by his sisters' sons as 
social retribution for. his death (Laburthe-Tolra, 1977:1283-1296). 
I would interpret this custom as a warning from the patriarchal 
class to all women that it is futile to try to overcome one's 
subordinate status. 
The Beti case may represent an exceptionally repressive 
example of the patriarchal mode. In contrast, political and 
ideological structures in some precolonial societies provided 
relatively advantaged positions for certain women. For example, 
the institution of woman-to-woman marriages in a few societies 
allowed a widow or even a wealthy married woman to pay another 
woman's brideprice and take a patriarchal class position vis-a-vis 
her "wife" (Sacks, 1982:77-79; O'Brien, 1977). In some societies, 
widows and divorced women could becomes the heads of their own 
households and could even arrange marriages and assume male 
political roles for the household (Maccormack, 1982). More 
commonly, parallel male and female political and ideological roles 
were developed in which women led the female portion of the 
community (Okonjo, 1976; Lebeuf, 1963). Such roles for women can 
be interpreted as means by which the patriarchal class co-opted 
particularly capable and potentially rebellious women, as 
successful examples of women1 s resistance to male control, or as 
evidence which invalidates the relevance of the patriarchal mode. 
While only a more comprehensive case study can establish the 
plausibility of any of these interpretations, I would nonetheless 
suggest that if a theoretically rigorous analysis of the social 
relations of household production were carried out, it would quite 
probably show that most societies with some favored positions for 
women were still predominantly patriarchal. The existence of 
certain political and ideological leadership roles for women does 
not ipso facto invalidate the general relevance of the patriarchal 
mode of production. 
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Hindess and Hirst ( 1975: 78) have argued that patriarchs 
had no class-like power over either dependent males or women 
because any dissatisfied member of a household or lineage could 
simply "vote with his feet" and then presumably attach him or 
herself to another household or lineage. There is little evidence 
to support this assertion. For a young man to leave his patriarch 
was to jeopardize his opportunity to become a member of the 
patriarchal class (Laburthe-Tolra, 1977; Terray, 1972; Marie, 
1976). Men who voluntarily left home or whose lineage was defeated 
militarily were often forced to become permanent dependents - that 
is, clients or, in the worst case, slaves. When women fled to 
their natal villages, inter-lineage social arrangements among 
patriarchs would be activated to return them. Among the Beti, for 
example, "The drums immediately spread the news of the flight of a 
woman; any man giving her refuge without returning her immediately 
to her husband-owner was ipso-facto guilty of adultery" 
(Laburthe-Tolra, 1977:557). Women who dared to wander through bush 
or forest without male protection were subject to kidnapping and 
enslavement by more powerful lineages (Wright, 1975; Robertson and 
Klein, 1983). It seems clear that patriarchs had adequate class 
consciousness to take united class action to thwart the rebellion 
of their dependents. 
It was primarily during the colonial period when the 
patriarchal mode was forced to accomodate itself to articulation 
with the foreign capitalist mode that flight became a more viable 
way for dependents to opt out of a particular patriarchal 
household and seek a better situation. Dependent males could flee 
to colonial plantations or towns to seek work, while women could 
seek refuge in Christian missions (De The, 1970; Beti, 1971). 
Patriarchy and Capitalism. The process of articulation of 
capitalist and non-capitalist modes in Africa has been marked by 
force, mutual accomodation, and a complex mix of gains and losses 
for people caught up in the changing class relationships. In the 
colonial period it was foreigners who assumed the role of 
capitalists and who created the colonial state. In most cases, 
however, the African patriarchal class did not lose its access to 
land and could therefore retain its ability to reproduce the 
household production unit. Because the autonomy of the patriarchal 
mode made it difficult for colonial capitalists to obtain 
sufficient supplies of cheap labor for profitable operation, the 
foreign capitalist class and its colonial state devised other ways 
to penetrate the African household: dependent males were coe.rced 
into forced labor projects, women were required to produce food 
for colonial enterprises, and patriarchs were obliged to produce 
the export crops demanded in European markets (Brown, 1980; Guyer, 
1980; Hay, 1976: Stichter, 1975-76). 
Dependent males were the first class category from the 
patriarchal mode to occupy working-class positions in capitalist 
enterprises. Initially forced out of the patriarchal household, 
dependent males sometimes found that wage labor provided a means 
of escape from increasing patriarchal demands for unpaid labor 
resulting from state pressure to raise export crop production. As 
the growing availability of capitlist wage labor and state 
employment gradually eroded patriarchal ability to control 
dependent male labor, patriarchs demanded more surplus labor from 
women (Bukh, 1979; Chanock, 1982). 
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Women 1 s intensified surplus labor was directly 
appropriated in the patriarchal mode and indirectly transferred to 
the capitalist mode. For example, when women's food products were 
given without payment to sons and brothers working in capitalist 
enterprises or at forced labor sites to help ensure the men 1 s 
survival, capitalists who were directly exploiting African males 
were indirectly exploiting women (Guyer, 1980; Stichter, 1975-76). 
The increasing exploitation of women sometimes brought benefits to 
dependent males as well as to capitalists. By consuming the 
products of his mother's surplus labor, a wage-earning son who was 
a dependent in the patriarchal mode might be able to accumulate a 
substantial part of the bridewealth necessary to secure his first 
wife, thereby accelerating his entry into the patriarchal class. 
The son I s benefit was, on the contrary, a loss to the 
mother. Mothers who continued to feed sons residing outside the 
village had to substitute their own increased labor on field 
clearing and other agricultural ,tasks for labor previously 
performed by dependent males. At the same time that they were 
losing male help, women also faced an increasing burden of direct 
colonial demands to produce food for forced labor camps, state 
administrative centers, and/or the caravans of human porters 
passing through their villages (Guyer, 1980; Henn, 1978). 
On the other hand, the penetration of colonial capitalism 
also provided women with new opportunities to struggle against 
patriarchal control and oppression. The gradual development of 
colonial markets for food represented an opportunity to sell food 
for cash. Among the Yoruba and Ga peoples of West Africa, much of 
the regional food and other retail trade was carried on by women 
who thereby gained access to means of distribution and sources of 
supply which were not entirely controlled by the patriarchal class 
(Robertson, 1984). Still, women's cash earnings were almost never 
sufficient to enable them to pay back their brideprice and 
reproduce themselves and their children outside patriarchal 
households. Furthermore, many women faced a struggle with their 
husbands over the disposition of their new earnings. Patriarchs 
whose traditional prerogatives had included control over the 
proceeds of women's subsistence labor often asserted their "right" 
to receive women's cash earnings (Kaberry, 1952; Mayer, 1950, 
cited in Hay, 1982; Obbo, 1980). 
In general women's access to class roles outside the 
patriarchal mode was much more limited than that of dependent 
males. In part this was due to an implicit agreement between the 
foreign capitalist class and colonial state, on the one hand, and 
the African patriarchal class, on the other, that patriarchs 
should retain direct control of women's labor as long as some of 
their surplus labor was transferred to the capitalist sector. As a 
result, wage work in urban areas was very rarely available to 
African women. Even today, in most African countries only 10 
percent or less of capitalist sector jobs are filled by women. 
Nevertheless, neither capitalists nor patriarchs could completely 
choke off women's migration to colonial towns where unmarried male 
wage-earners provided a market for cooked food, beer, and sexual 
services (Dugast, 1955-56; Muntemba, 1982; Stichter, 1985; 
Strobel, 1979). It is clear, however, that migration by women on 
their own volition aroused fierce opposition on the part of the 
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patriarchal class. In parts of East Africa, a woman who migrated 
to town on her own had to endure social ostracism as a 
"prostitute" for the rest of her days (Storgaard, 1975-76). 
Patriarchs continually appealed to colonial authorities to use the 
power of the state to help them keep women under control. 
Recognizing the centrality of women's labor to the creation of an 
exploitable surplus on African farms, the colonial authorities 
wrote civil and legal codes which strengthened patriarchal 
dominance. At times single women living in colonial towns were 
even rounded up by the police and forcibly returned to their 
villages (Chauncey, 1981; Chanock, 1982; Jacobs, 1984; Strobel, 
1979). 
For patriarchs, capitalist penetration of the household 
and the society produced cross-cutting effects. Patriarchs clearly 
lost political and military power as a result of colonial 
conquest. Their ideological supremacy and particularly their 
ability to impose life-threatening sanctions on dependents was 
diminished by the colonial state. Patriarchal control over 
dependent males was fundamentally threatened by the existence of 
capitalist wage labor as an alternative means of subsistence. On 
the other hand, for some members of the patriarchal class, 
cooperation in colonial designs and projects brought unprecedented 
increases in material wealth. Economic and political power 
differentials among patriarchs were greatly exacerbated by 
colonial enrichment of those members of the patriarchal class who 
allocated the labor of their dependents to the production of 
colonially demanded crops, cooperated in the recruitment of forced 
labor and facilitated the collection of colonial taxes 
(Jewsiewsicki, 1981; Laburthe-Tolra, 1977). 
I have argued that the dynamic force of the patriarchal 
mode prior to its articulation with capitalism was the patriarchal 
motivation to accumulate dependents. Capitalist penetration of 
African patriarchal societies has not yet destroyed the powerful 
ideology which reinforced that dynamic: for many Africans "real 
wealth" is still wealth in people. The contemporary impact of this 
aspect of the patriarchal mode is evident in high rates of 
population growth. People's desire to have a large number of 
children results in part from the continuing ability of the 
patriarchal class to command economic services and monetary 
support from their children. The economic benefit of large numbers 
of dependents is most apparent in the rural areas where the 
patriarchal class still controls both land and the simple tools 
required for traditional forms of agricultural production. In 
urban areas on the other hand, it is extremely difficult to 
support a large number of dependents unless the patriarch is a 
capitalist, a state bureaucrat, or a member of the small labor 
aristocracy. Still, poor urban parents often produce large 
families, perhaps on the theory that if at least one can follow 
the educational route into a high paying position, patriarchal 
ideology will induce the successful child to support his parents 
and siblings and perhaps also due to the persistence of the old 
patriarchal belief that sexual virility must be constantly 
demonstrated. 
The population explosion, combined with the 
capital-intensive nature of industrial production and the 
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technological backwardness of the agricultural sector, has 
produced serious problems of underemployment and poverty in 
Africa. The surplus of men seeking wage employment combined with 
women farmers' de facto subsidization of men's cash earnings has 
kept the level of real wages and real earnings from petty 
commodity production extremely low (Henn, 1985; Stichter, 1975-76; 
Strobel, 1982). Because men control most of the cash earnings 
which result from family labor in commodity production and wage 
labor, effective demand for capitalist commodities is monopolized 
by men. Since men I s basic food and domestic service needs are 
largely supplied by their wives I subsistence work, a significant 
portion of men's cash incomes can be spent on luxuries. It is not 
surprising, therefore, that the most profitable industries in 
Africa are beer and cigarettes. At the same time women's and 
children's need or desire for capitalist commodities is not 
expresssed as effective demand because women I s labor does not 
result in significant cash earnings. Thus, the sexual division of 
household and capitalist labor and incomes produced by the 
continuing impact of the patriarchal mode is quite clearly 
affecting the pace, the direction, and the substance of capitalist 
development in Africa. 
IV. Conclusion 
Some analyses of women I s subordination in Africa suggest 
that women were placed in an position inferior to that of men 
largely as a result of capitalist penetration. Others argue that 
women's social inferiority and oppression predated capitalism. 
It seems to me that both the concept of the subordination 
of women and the concept of gender relations are too imprecise to 
shed light on this debate. Empirically the evidence is 
contradictory: women's labor times have clearly increased since 
the precolonial period while consumption for the majority has 
improved but little. On the other hand, women's ability to 
influence decisions concerning whom they will marry or whether 
they will divorce has definitely given them more power to control 
the contours of their daily lives. Does this add up to increased 
subordination? It all depends on how the individual analyst uses 
the term. 
The model of the patriarchal mode of production and the 
possibility of analyzing its articulation with other modes of 
production provides a new approach to the study of women's 
subordination. Modes of production theory offers a guide to 
analysis which allows us to begin to specify and interpret the 
multiple effects of interacting patriarchal and capitalist modes 
of production on women and men. Analysis in a mode of production 
framework predisposes us to investigate the possibility that the 
very presence of an alternative mode of production such as the 
capitlist mode would afford people different conditions of access 
to new means of production as well as new forms of ideology and 
political practice which could affect the terms of patriarchal 
class struggles. In Africa the forced articulation of capitalism 
ai:1.d patriarchy during the colonial period clearly increased the 
exploitation of the dependent class in the patriarchal mode. On 
the other hand it also fundamentally undermined the former 
all-pervasive ideological and political dominance of the 
patriarchal class. 
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Even though many important insights into the mutual 
interaction of patriarchy and other modes of production have been 
developed by feminists who base their analysis on the concept of 
gender relations, I have argued that analyzing patriarchy as a 
mode of production gives us a better understanding of the material 
reasons for its persistence - basically its economic advantages 
for men and of the implications of its articulation with 
capitalism for class struggles in each mode, Mode of production 
analysis forces us to focus on the material basis of oppressive 
social relations while simultaneously analyzing the political and 
ideological relations without which exploitative social relations 
of production cannot be reproduced. If we fail to analyze 
patriarchy in all its economic and political dimensions (as well 
as its better studied ideological/cultural aspects), we may not 
recognize the full extent of the advantages it confers on the 
patriarchal class. Without such an understanding we are unlikely 
to fully appreciate the multi-faceted nature of the class struggle 
which must be intensified if women are to develop and participate 




lr first attempted to define a patriarchal mode of production in 
Henn, 1978. In 1983 Nancy Folbre and I discovered that we had both been 
working on essentially the same concept. Since that time we have shared 
our work. I have benefitted enormously from this exchange. See especially 
Folbre, 1982, 1983, 1986. 
2see Foster-Carter, 1978, and Wolpe, 1980, for reviews and 
critiques of the modes of production literature; Katz, 1980, for an 
extended treatment of the development and application of the theory in 
African studies; Crummey and Stewart, 1981, and Seddon, 1978, for African 
case studies; and the Canadian Journal of African Studies, Vol. 19, No. 1 
( 1985) for the views of nineteen Africanist scholars on the uses and 
usefulness of the theory in African studies. 
3Protagonists in the domestic labor debate tried to bring housework 
and child-rearing labor into the sphere of Marxian value analysis by 
arguing that housewives I unpaid labor reduces the value of labor-power 
( the "commodity" workers sell to capital for a wage) and thus cheapens 
the cost of wage labor to capital (Dalla Costa and James, 1970; Harrison, 
1973; Zaretsky, 1973; Seccombe, 1974). The approach was appealing because 
it moved beyond Marx's implausible assumption that the value of 
labor-power (defined as the labor time required to reproduce it) is 
equivalent to the labor time embodied in the commodities purchased with 
the wage. The problem with Marx's formulation, of course, is that all the 
labor of child-rearing, cooking, etc., which clearly goes into the 
reproduction of labor-power, is ignored, while commodities purchased with 
the wage are consumed by family members as well as the wage earner. 
The critics in the domestic labor debate insisted that "concrete 
labor in the domestic sphere and the abstract labor of commodity 
production" are not commensurble, "hence there is no basis for the 
calculation of a transfer of surplus labor time between the two spheres" 
(Molyneux, 1979 :9; see also Himmelweit and Mohun, 1977). This position 
seems to have largely ended the debate among the original participants. 
Some new contributions to Marxian theory may open the discussion anew. 
See Bryceson, 1983, for a rigorous, theoretical refutation of 
incommensurability between abstract and concrete labor. 
4Folbre (1986) demonstrates the relevance of the patriarchal mode 
to the analysis of both Western and Third World societies. 
5A brief overview of this literature which includes most of the 
recent contributions is found in the introduction to the Review of 
Radical Political Economics I special issue, "Modern Approaches to the 
Theory of Value," 14:2 (Summer 1982), PP• 1-5. 
6This is not to deny Marx's insight that each mode of production 
Marx identified theoretically the primitive communist, ancient, 
Asiatic, feudal, and capitalist - would, at the peak of its development, 
have a predictable correspondence between the forces and the social 
relations of production (Marx, 1965: 95-6). Nevertheless, when one is 
employing mode of production concepts for the analysis of a social 
formation which contains several modes of production in various stages of 
transition and articulation with one another, one should not expect to 
find a unique correspondence between the social relations and the forces 
of production for any one mode. 
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7 As Harold Wolpe points out, some of the influential writers on 
mode of production theory (Hindess and Hirst, 1975; Laclau, 1971) have 
restricted the concept of the economy in a mode of production to the 
combination of the relations and forces of production without specifying 
the "mechanisms of reproduction or laws of motion of the 'economy' as a 
whole" (Wolpe, 1980: 7). I argue that an understanding of the mechanisms 
of reproduction of the social relations of production requires an 
analysis of the political and ideological factors which make this social 
reproduction of economic relationships possible. In addition, the 
biological reproduction of the labor force and the physical reproduction 
of the means of production require an understanding of the ideological 
and political factors affecting the processes of distribution, 
consumption, and accumulation. 
8The means of subsistence denote all the consumption goods and 
services by which the members of a household are biologically reproduced 
on a daily and on a generational basis. Where the patriarchal mode 
articulates with capitalism, wage earnings and/or petty commodity 
earnings may enter the means of subsistence. Sexual services, 
child-bearing and child-rearing enter this category in all manifestations 
of the patriarchal mode. In recent socialist feminist literature the 
means of subsistence are sometimes referred to as the means of 
reproduction. 
9Many African customary laws which regulate parental custody over 
children in cases of divorce provide examples of the indirect form of 
exploitation. Children who are under the age of seven are normally 
allowed to remain with their mothers, but children over the age of seven 
have traditionally been awarded to their fathers. It is very interesting 
to note that labor time studies which have included children have found 
that seven is approximately the age when children begin to contribute 
significant amounts of domestic and agricultural labor to African rural 
households (Caldwell, 1982). 
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